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Summary
As the U.S. population ages, so will the population of licensed drivers. Policymakers are concerned that this aging of the driving population will lead to increases in traffic accidents and, consequently, injury to property and person. Although it is uncontroversial that the capacity to safely operate a motor vehicle decreases at older ages, we should expect at least some older individuals to voluntarily limit their driving when they perceive that their ability to drive has diminished. From a policy perspective, the question is whether the elderly self-regulate to the extent that their overall negative impact on traffic safety is no more than that of drivers of other ages. The research reported here applies an innovative statistical procedure attributable to Levitt and Porter (2001) to estimate how the probability of causing an automobile accident varies with age. 1 At first glance, it might seem that computing this probability by age would be quite simple. All that is needed is to divide the number of automobile accidents caused by drivers of particular ages by a measure of their prevalence on the road (for example, vehicle miles traveled).
However, data needed to compute these statistics have a number of significant limitations. Data on automobile accidents are not collected consistently on a national basis and there is good reason to believe that a large fraction of accidents is never reported to either insurers or public authorities. Moreover, accident fault is not reliably recorded in accident data. Data on vehicle miles traveled are self-reported and error in those self-reports could increase with respondent age.
With appropriate modifications, the approach of Levitt and Porter (2001) allows us to compute the likelihood that an older individual will cause an automobile accident relative to the likelihood that a younger individual will cause an automobile accident employing only high-quality data on counts of two-car fatal accidents involving drivers of different ages. Fatal accidents are reliably reported in FARS. With this approach, we circumvent the problems inherent in using data on all accidents (fatal and nonfatal) and vehicle miles traveled.
Our estimates of what we call the relative riskiness of older drivers emerge from a model of the probability of observing fatal crashes between drivers of different types. 2 The derivation of these estimates is technical in nature, but the assumptions needed to formulate the model are transparent and reasonable. Most important, the model assumes that older and younger drivers are "equally mixed" on the road (i.e., older drivers are not disproportionately clustered temporally or geographically) and that older drivers are at least as likely to cause an accident as are younger drivers, where "younger" drivers are defined to be 25-64 years old and "older" drivers are defined to be 65 and older. The former assumption is supported by examining relative riskiness in specific locations and at specific points in time and the latter assumption is supported by studies of the physiology of driving.
Applying our model to FARS data from between 1975 and 2003, we find that drivers 65 and older are 16 percent likelier than drivers 25-64 years old to cause an accident. Given the reasonable assumption that driving ability should worsen as mental and physical conditions deteriorate, it might come as a surprise to some readers that our estimate of the relative riskiness of older drivers is not higher. It is important to recognize, however, that our estimates reflect the riskiness of older drivers who continue to drive. We suspect that the riskiest older drivers significantly limit how much they drive or choose not to drive at all so as to lower the risk that they might cause property damage or injure themselves or others. In other words, older drivers do, in fact, self-regulate.
This conjecture regarding self-regulation is supported by a number of additional findings. Conditional on being in an accident, we estimate that individuals riding in cars driven by older drivers are nearly seven times likelier to die in an auto accident than are individuals riding in cars driven by middle-aged drivers. Since the ages of passengers and drivers are highly positively correlated, this finding suggests that older individuals are much likelier to die in a car accident than are middle-aged individuals. Consequently, self-preservation provides considerable incentive for older individuals to curtail their driving (and perhaps car travel in general). And, in fact, our estimates imply just that: By our estimates, older licensed drivers drive only 60 percent as many miles as do middle-aged individuals.
Finally, we find that our estimate of relative riskiness actually falls between 55 and 70 years old. An explanation for the decline in relative riskiness between these ages is that selfregulation becomes increasingly effective with age. Only the healthiest and safest drivers continue to drive at more advanced ages.
An alternative to the self-regulation hypothesis is that state licensing regulations have succeeded in identifying the riskiest older drivers and discouraging them from driving. That is, in the absence of state licensing regulations targeted at older drivers, such as mandatory vision and road tests, accelerated and in-person renewal policies, and mandatory physician reporting of medical conditions to state licensing authorities, older drivers would be much riskier than we estimate them to be. However, this hypothesis is not supported by existing empirical evidence. Most studies find little or no correlation between measures of the riskiness of older drivers and the existence of specific state licensing policies. We also note that our estimates indicate that the relative riskiness of older drivers changed little between the early 1970s and the last period of our data, 1998-2003, a time during which many states adopted more stringent licensing requirements for older drivers.
riskiness of older drivers is due to their declining ability rather than an increased likelihood of taking chances.
